Sisma Spa
For the first time on September 14, 2019 at the “Agile Business
Day” conference held at the Department of Economics of the Ca’Foscari
University in Venice, this case study was presented. On stage with
me was Vittorio Gaudino, CEO of Sisma Spa. The reference period
of the story is between January 14, 2019, KickOff of the transformation project, and June 25, 2019, the day of the Sprint Review number
7. The original video of the talk, Italian with English subtitles, is
available on youtube²⁹³, while the slides can be downloaded on my
personal website²⁹⁴.

Sisma is an Italian company, based in Piovene Rocchette (Vicenza,
Italy). Founded by Silvio Sbabo in 1961, it has 220 employees and a
turnover of over 55 million euros (2018).
The company manufactures high precision machinery and laser
²⁹³https://youtu.be/-ytHed7iOaY
²⁹⁴https://paolo.sammiche.li/download
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systems with experience gained in over 130 machine models for
the automatic production of gold chains. (Source: Sisma.com²⁹⁵)

How to start a Scrum adoption?
Sisma decided to adopt Scrum to reduce time to market, respond to
the growing complexity of products, manage the uncertainty of requirements, especially during the development of custom products,
and to be able to better adapt to the success factors in increasingly
differentiated markets.

It should be noted that the extreme ductility of laser technology
makes it possible to produce products with very different uses using
the same components: the same laser lens at a specific power could
mark a solid material, such as metal, or cut a softer material, such as
resins. The fields of use are many and the markets today followed
by Sisma vary from manufacturing to jewelry, from automotive or
fashion to medical fields. Therefore, a reorganization was desired to
bring the technical staff closer to how customers used technology
in their production process to better develop products by focusing
on needs.
²⁹⁵https://www.sisma.com/en/corporate-sisma/
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The change process began with the top management training and
the subsequent Lift Off, in which the vision of the company, the
strategy for the transformation, and the desired elements of success
was clarified.

It was decided to start adopting Scrum in the Value Stream of
Laser products for the Industrial Manufacturing market. The Value
Stream Map, created in a half-day workshop, involved about 25
people. It made it possible to identify the skills necessary to produce
value, aggregated into 15 professional profiles.
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It should be emphasized that these were professional profiles and
not roles, with the expectation that each possessed more than one.

A simple web questionnaire asked all the technical and production
department employees to evaluate themselves for each profile on
levels that distinguished the ability to be able to work followed by
a mentor, the ability to work independently or to be able to guide
others.
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We created the Skill Matrix of each employee, with the questionnaire’s data, and printed in cards. We then hypothesize the compositions of the teams using these cards. To evaluate their balance,
we have produced the “Team Heat Map”: a map containing the sum
of all the team’s skills to compare different formations and discuss
them.

We decided to start with a pilot team in the field of highly customized products (Special Laser Machines), a sub-group of the “Industrial Laser” Value Stream. However, the staff needed to produce
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this type of products and meet the needs consisted of 15 people,
well over the nine suggested by the Scrum Guide.

We decided to adopt a Pattern that I called “Dual-Core Team,”
which is creating a Team of Teams of two. I used the metaphor
of microprocessors: on your phone, there are two or four core processors. You don’t care which core is processing which instruction;
what you care about is that it opens immediately when you launch
an App. In Scrum terms, it meant that the artifacts, roles, and
events with visibility to the rest of the organization had to be one:
A Product Owner, a Product Backlog, an Increment, and a Sprint
Review. While the operational aspects could have experimented:
the Scrum Master, the Sprint Backlog, the Daily Scrum, and the
Refinements could be one for each Dev Team or only one.
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All team members and main Stakeholders attended a two-day course
on Scrum and one on eXtreme Manufacturing engineering practices. The Marshmallow Challenge²⁹⁶ was used as a final exercise.

Before starting, however, it was necessary to adapt the offices to
create the spaces needed for teamwork, hanging the Boards, and to
host the Sprint Reviews.
²⁹⁶https://dschool.stanford.edu/resources/spaghetti-marshmallow-challenge
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The Sprint Planning was carried out with the Buffet Planning
Pattern, similar to what was already experimented with in the Case
Study of Vimar Spa. That is by having the strips of paper printed by
the computer system, each containing a Product Backlog Item, and
leaving free team members to help themselves and freely discuss
which one to develop. At the end of the discussion, usually an hour,
the Product Owner checked the residuals on the table to ensure that
no high priority items were left for the benefit of lower priority
activities, and if necessary, asked for explanations.
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The Daily Scrum was done separately by the two Development
Teams. The discussion did not follow the classic three questions but
was carried out following the workflow. In other words, for each
item, it was said who was working on it and what still needed to be
done. Frequently, some team members listened to the Daily Scrum
of the other team in an outer circle. In particular, when it was a
question of carrying out incredibly complex tasks or experimenting
with new components, work in pairs was observed between members of two teams. Given that the Sprint Backlog of the two groups
was on the same board, arranged on two horizontal sections, this
did not create particular visibility problems.
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Product Backlog Refinement is the activity that usually requires
teams to experiment more before becoming familiar. Sisma’s Teams
began to carry it out collectively and then subsequently began to
prefer a joint event involving only a representative of the two teams.
The facilitation technique derives from the Triple Nickels²⁹⁷ of the
Retrospectives. People from different Dev Teams were arranged in
pairs. They used post-its and strips printed by the electronic tool
to divide the work. Each question that emerged in the analysis of
the item was attached under the element with a post-it. At the end
of a timebox, usually of 15 minutes, each pair passed the analyzed
item to the next pair, clockwise. When a couple considered the item
ready to be admitted to Sprint Planning, they drew a green dot.
When an item already had three green dots, it was deemed ready
and transcribed into the system.
²⁹⁷https://gscokart.wordpress.com/2013/02/02/triple-nickels-in-retrospectives/
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The Sprint Review used different techniques depending on the state
of development in which the deliverable in question was. For things
still in design, animated 3D models were used that showed the functionality of the element. When the prototype parts were available,
they were physically inspected. For the completed machines and
therefore already shipped, they were filmed with a mobile phone,
at the last testing before shipment.
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A fascinating aspect is the approach to prototyping. The organization of the Scrum team with consequent autonomy has amplified
the initiative and experimentation. In fact, in industrial companies,
the staff has excellent manual skills, and often there are people
who, as a hobby, repair vintage vehicles or delight in DIY. Sisma’s
team was not far behind. In the first weeks, they distinguished
themselves for creativity and unusual solutions, taking advantage
also of the 3D printers that the company itself produces.

At the end of Sprint 7, the team used Scrum Inc.’s self-assessment
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to assess systemic impediments against the Scrum Guide’s basic
components. They were then asked to respond to an anonymous
vote: “if you were the CEO of Sisma, would you continue to adopt
Scrum?”.
75% of the respondents replied Yes, 19% “Yes but with some changes,”
essentially revising the procurement rules and providing greater
purchasing autonomy to the team, and 6% (one person) abstained
by voting white card.

In the same week of the presentation at Agile Business Day, the calendar of meetings of the Executive Meta Scrum was formalized to
prioritize the corporate Product Backlog and the Executive Action
Team, to resolve systemic impediments. In the following weeks, two
new Scrum teams were launched: a Software team dedicated to the
desktop application common to the entire product line and a new
team devoted to “High-Performance Laser Machines.”
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The practical benefits observed were increased staff motivation and
involvement, radical transparency, and a sense of teamwork. The
management found this new organizational design a considerable
simplification and the opportunity to grasp the market’s chances
better.

As points of attention, we point out that the change of mindset
is not taken for granted, as the staff must be proactive and not
merely follow what the boss says. Furthermore, work must be done
to harmonize the rest of the company in this change, resolving the
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impediments quickly. The final consideration is related to physical spaces. In an Agile Organization space is needed in a more
significant way to allow the exchange of ideas and teamwork. In
closing, Vittorio Gaudino declared: “as far as I’m concerned, it was
an extraordinary experience! I told you, we are now implementing
other teams. We believe in it, yet we believe in it because our men
believe in it. Thanks!”

